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justify sexual misbehavior and aggravate the sexual chaos in our
society. I don’t believe that our young people are at all responsi-
ble for this shift of attitude, this reversal of values, which calls
“evil good and good evil,” which puts “darkness for light and
light for darkness” (Is :). We can’t blame them for that. They
have not created this disorder but are in fact its chief victims who
suffer most from its ravages. They are, I fear, much more sinned
against than sinning. Furthermore, I don’t reckon that there is
more sexual immorality among the young than the adults. There
may indeed be less, if I can judge merely from my own experi-
ence. But that question does not interest me here. I merely main-
tain that the adults in our society are largely responsible for the
confession of the young, which stems from their own immoral-
ity and sexual idolatry.

We Christian pastors, teachers, and parents may also be to
some extent responsible for this situation. We have suffered a
loss of nerve. We have failed to convince ourselves and our peo-
ple that sexual chastity is in fact a moral and theological virtue.
We have been scared of being regarded as unenlightened moral-
ists. We have failed to foster and defend those social customs and
institutions that built up a system of support for this virtue to
flourish. We have not backed up those young people who have
tried to practice chastity. Those who have felt impelled to be sex-
ually chaste or celibate have received more help from Buddhism
and new age philosophy than from the church. The result of this
is apparent. While young people find it easy to justify sexual
intercourse apart from marriage, those who believe in the value
of chastity are hard put to defend it; they find little social support
for their beliefs and behavior.

The pressure of public opinion has not only led to the
removal of many former sexual taboos that in the past set the
limits for interaction between the sexes, but has also created a
situation where sexual indulgence is the norm. Anyone who
refuses to bow to group pressure is made to feel like a freak and
is in danger of becoming a social outcast. This pressure for sex-
ual involvement is, of course, nothing new. But at least in the
past, peer group pressures and values were vigorously counter-
acted by general social pressure to avoid extramarital sexual
intercourse. This gave young people room to make up their own
minds, or at least it gave those who felt unready for sexual inter-
course a ready excuse to say no. But now it is hard even for
those who do not wish to have sex to refuse to do so. And those
who do remain virgins often wonder whether they are right
about it all, especially when they merely react against the
immorality of their parents.

B
      in our society, chastity,
which was once prized and praised as an excellent virtue,
has now come to be regarded as almost a vice. Many

young people who are virgins are ashamed of their virginity and
refuse to admit to their lack of sexual experience for fear of
ridicule. Some, in fact, regard their virginity as a burden to be
discarded as quickly and efficiently as possible. While it is true
that there are many in our society who oppose this denigration
of chastity and virginity, they are obviously very much on the
defensive. They are held in contempt. Their views are barely
heard on the media except in distorted form. They rarely influ-
ence public opinion.

This shift in values has, I believe, created a new kind of prob-
lem for the young people in our society, who bear the brunt of
this change, as well as for the church when it tries to promote the
virtue of chastity. The problem goes deeper than the matter of
sexual misbehavior, which is evidenced in the increase of premar-
ital sex, abortions, venereal disease, homosexuality, adultery, and
divorce. It is much more ideological than practical, more theolog-
ical than moral. It has more to do with social values and personal
beliefs than with public behavior and conformity to a given social
order. We do not face a batch of new sexual vices but rather a new
attitude to the age-old sexual virtues and vices. The chaos is ideo-
logical. The problem is, ultimately, the problem of idolatry.

There was a time when the admission of extramarital sexual
activity was regarded as an exercise in shamelessness, and the
defense of it was taken as evidence of a desire to justify personal
immorality. But now the tables are turned. People openly admit
their immorality without feeling any apparent need to defend
themselves and their actions. We have, it seems, a new set of val-
ues that regards chastity as something undesirable, if not evil. It
champions sexual intercourse as something inherently good, per-
haps even the highest good. Promiscuity is taken as the mark of a
warm, passionate, caring person, while chastity is, apparently,
only to be found in cold, bloodless, miserly souls. The profession
of virginity is, it seems, nothing but the sanctimonious self-dis-
play of a hypocrite or else a shameful admission of inadequacy on
the part of a frigid, emotional cripple.

I am not as alarmed by any supposed increases in sexual
immorality as by this apparent reversal of values that is used to
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I should therefore like to mount a defense of the virtue of
chastity, which, as Chesterton once remarked, is by no means as
old-fashioned as unchastity. In it I show how I would confirm the
convictions of those who wish to remain chaste, convince those
who are wavering, and convict those who attempt to justify their
unchastity. My first series of arguments are moral and rational, as
I am convinced that chastity is not merely a Christian virtue but
part and parcel of human sexuality. My second series of argu-
ments are, however, theological, for unlike many modern theolo-
gians, I believe that chastity is a truly Christian virtue and a great
gift from God.

A MORAL CASE FOR CHASTITY
This argument for chastity both before marriage and in mar-
riage has as its foundation the conviction that sex, though
obviously physical, is also a deeply personal matter. For better
or worse, it touches and affects me in my very self. It has as
much, if not more, to do with my soul than with my body. If
sex is not properly personalized, it can depersonalize those who
engage in it.

Sexual Intercourse as a Natural Activity

There are those who argue that sex is a natural, physical need,
like eating, and it should be similarly satisfied (see  Cor :–).
They maintain that they merely give of their bodies to each
other, when they have sexual intercourse with each other. Their
soul, their self, however, remains as uninvolved and detached
from the other person as from food when it is eaten. So, for
them, chastity has no more moral value than refraining from
eating or drinking.

Now the analogy of eating food does not quite hold, since we
must eat to remain alive. What’s more, any kind of sexual activ-
ity, except masturbation, necessarily takes in another person,
which is not the case with eating. It is true that a person can
become mentally and emotionally detached from the process of
sexual intercourse, so that it becomes nothing but an exercise in
physical mechanics, like the transaction between a prostitute
and her client. But that can be achieved only by violating the
unity of body and soul, and at great cost to both. In schizoid
fashion the mind splits off the soul from the body and takes
control of the sexual process, so that desire is willed and sex is
made to follow the dictates of the mind and its imagination.
Paradoxically, by this attempted delimitation to the area of
physical exchange, sex increasingly becomes a mental matter—
D. H. Lawrence’s sex on the brain. It leads to the severance of
the soul from the body, and with it from the world of nature
and natural sexuality. The body is then regarded as a mere
thing, the focus of narcissistic idolatry or else of paranoid dis-

gust. It is thoroughly depersonalized and falsely abused. Such
activity leads to the denial of natural sexuality.

At best, casual sex, where people deliberately withhold them-
selves from each other, devalues the currency of physical inti-
macy. It is then no longer capable of enacting those levels of
personal intimacy and affection that cannot otherwise be
enacted. At worst, it leads to a division within the self that either
retains some shreds of its integrity by retreating into the fortress
of the mind, or else disintegrates as it loses the sense of its own
unity, continuity, and responsibility. Those who feel crippled by
a bad conscience often initially welcome such an orgiastic, liber-
ating loss of self in casual sex. Only later does it dawn on them
that they may thereby have lost their sense of individuality and
personal worth. Depersonalized sex depersonalizes the people
who engage in it.

Sexual Intercourse as Self-Fulfillment

Another group of people agree that sex is in some sense a per-
sonal matter, but for them it is a means, if not the means, by
which they achieve their personhood. It is held to be a rite of pas-
sage into personal fulfillment and wholeness.

Unlike most traditional societies, we have no clear rites of pas-
sage for the young in our society that bridge the transition from
childhood to adulthood. And so sexual intercourse is looked
upon by many young people as such a rite of passage by which
they achieve the status, identity, wisdom, and power of an adult.
By it they expect to find themselves and fulfillment for them-
selves. In recent years this rather crude notion has been refined
under the influence of certain kinds of psychology that in turn
have borrowed certain aspects of eastern mysticism. In some cir-
cles sexual intercourse is now held to aid the passage from a lower
trammeled state of consciousness to a higher, liberated con-
sciousness. By it a person is initiated into a larger, superior sphere
of being with the gift of greater energy, better health, fuller free-
dom, clearer bliss, and higher consciousness. By submitting to the
cosmic current of sexuality in and about them, they have
arrived—their souls have become whole. They are at harmony
with themselves and their environment. They have both become
aware of themselves and gone beyond themselves. So sex is prized
as a kind of therapy, perhaps even a religion, which promises sal-
vation and transcendence to those who participate in it. Such sex
has value apart from the other person and a relationship with a
particular person of the opposite sex. It is part of the cosmic
order that gives us life and shapes our being. To it chastity is
anomaly, a denial of the demand for maturity and growth.

Now there are considerable problems with this view of sexual
intercourse as a rite of passage, as everyone who has made this
transition knows. Most people feel no such transformation of
themselves. They often feel nothing but some intangible sense of
loss. Many feel disillusioned by the whole business and wonder
what the fuss was all about, especially as initial attempts at sexual
intercourse are often botched up. Sex is very much an art best
learnt over a period of time in a secure, personal environment.
Some fear that they have compromised and perhaps even lost
themselves in some inexplicable way.

Sex in itself does not make me somebody. It does not give me
my self, nor does it heal my soul; it merely enhances or dimin-
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bring with them the fear of recurring sexual failure and any
basis for unwelcome sexual comparisons. Couples may, of
course, and must confess their previous sexual liaisons, if their
marriage is to be set on a firm basis, but that necessarily
involves a partial repudiation of their past, which, I would
argue, remains outside their marriage, even though it is still
part of themselves and their experience. Chastity, which
reserves itself sexually for marriage, cannot then by any means
be equated in itself with a lack of passion and emotional gen-
erosity. Rather, it clears the way for total and passionate self-
abandonment to another without any suspicious reservations
and the haunting fear of hurt or failure from previous sexual
experiences. Chastity creates trust, that precious prerequisite of
all personal relationships.

Now don’t get me wrong! I don’t at all claim that people who
have had no sexual experience before marriage will therefore
automatically have better sexual relationships with each other.
That may or may not be so. We have no way of telling, as so
many diverse factors influence sexual adequacy and the capac-
ity for sexual enjoyment. Chastity does not guarantee super-
sex, but ensures that sex does not become an end in itself, a
beautiful but destructive idol. It sets sex firmly within the con-
text of stable, personal relationships where it is a token and
pledge of continuous self-giving and self-giveness. Chastity
subordinates sexual intercourse to the relationship between
husband and wife. It personalizes sex which otherwise threat-
ens to depersonalize people.

A THEOLOGICAL CASE FOR CHASTITY

Unchastity as Apostasy

People have always sensed a close link, if not an overlap,
between sex and religion. This was especially so in the ancient
world with its fertility cults and the marriages of its deities. Sex is
still the one area of life where apparently secularized people
sense something sacred. In it they experience something of the
captivating yet frightening power of holiness, which has so fasci-
nated the human race for most of its checkered history. In both
religion and sex we are threatened and gripped more deeply as
persons in our souls than in any other areas of experience, except
perhaps the mysteries of parenthood and death. In sex we come
upon something mysterious, something larger than us, some-
thing beyond our control.

It is interesting that in Romans :– Paul argues that people
do not just dishonor each other’s bodies by engaging in unchastity;
they dishonor God. They exchange the truth of God for a lie; they
worship and serve the creature rather than the Creator. In other
words, he argues that unchastity in all its manifestations involves
idolatry and apostasy from the living God (see Eph :; Col :).
And in this he merely echoes the Old Testament. Unchastity is
rebellion against God and a denial of reality.

Now that’s not a very popular idea for us and our generation,
which has been fed the notion that sex is a private, personal mat-
ter for the parties directly involved. Yet I know the truth of what
Paul asserts from my own personal and pastoral experience. I
have often noticed the close connection in myself between sexual
temptation and rebellion against God. In my work as a pastor I

    

ishes, refines or corrodes my existing self-esteem and sense of
self. If I am unsettled, uncertain, or deficient in myself, sex will
confront me most powerfully with the truth about myself and
even prove to be rather destructive. This is especially so with
young people who become sexually involved before they have a
firm sense of themselves as persons in their own right and
before they are emotionally ready for those kinds of contact
with the opposite sex that make sexual intercourse so much
more than mere physical intimacy. Urged on by public pressure
and a sense of their own deficiency, they expect to find and
prove themselves in sexual intercourse, only to experience disil-
lusionment and damage to their self-esteem. Premature sexual
intercourse is therefore much more likely to lead to a loss of self
rather than its gain. Hence most sensitive people view it with
fear as much as with desire. 

Chastity as an Important Aspect of Self-Giving in Marriage

Sex is part of a relationship between two people who meet
together and complement each other physically. Whether they
know it or not, they always give something of themselves to each
other in sexual intercourse. In many cases they give much more
than they first plan to do, as they often come to appreciate, when
they lose each other after a period of contact and cohabitation.
Ideally, two people in a sexual relationship give themselves totally
and unreservedly to each other. That is the Christian ideal, the
positive side to its more frequently voiced negative strictures, the
reason for its advocacy of chastity. Sexual intercourse is the gift of
the self physically in love to another.

Now such self-giving is not complete at any one point in time,
or on any one occasion. My soul is not a static fixed entity, but an
historical continuum that stretches back and reaches forward in
time. The gift of myself sexually thus includes my past and fore-
shadows my future. If that is so, then the acceptance of marriage
as a process of willing, giving, and receiving of each other neces-
sarily gives rise to the demand for chastity before and within mar-
riage. Both fornication and adultery short-circuit and inhibit this
self-surrender. They prevent it from coming into fruition and
deny its consummation.

Chastity before marriage frees two people to give themselves
totally with their whole past to each other. In a sense, they are
in possession of themselves by virtue of their chastity. They
have not been given to another, but still have themselves unen-
cumbered to give to the person they love. There is, theoretically
speaking, no part of themselves that is sexually reserved for
another and cannot therefore be shared. There is no root for
sexual jealousy, which inflicts and afflicts even the most ratio-
nal and enlightened people. Neither the man nor the woman

Chastity before marriage frees two
people to give themselves totally 
with their whole past to each other.
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Chastity in the form of marital fidelity has an equally impor-
tant spiritual value for those who are married. According to Paul
in Ephesians :– and  Thessalonians :–, marital chastity
has to do with the bodily sanctification of those who are Chris-
tians and therefore holy in Christ. It is God’s will that all our
relationships with each other should be grounded on and there-
fore consistent with his relationship with us in Christ. God’s
fidelity requires and inspires the fidelity of husband and wife to
each other in marriage. Where such fidelity cements husband
and wife together in their relationship with God and each other
in the body of Christ, there the Holy Spirit can get on with his
work of sanctifying people bodily for increasing participation in
the divine life of the Holy Trinity. Through its chaste fidelity a
couple is not only refined for deeper fellowship with each other
but also prepared for deeper intimacy with God. So, although
sexual intercourse in itself neither consecrates nor defiles two
married people, they are sanctified by the Holy Spirit in their
physical fidelity to each other and their Lord. On the other hand,
sexual infidelity and impurity defile Christian couples and so
desecrate their holiness. It gives Satan a foothold in their lives.
He uses it to do his destructive work in them.

Whether people are single or married, their sexual chastity is a
necessary byproduct of their fellowship with Christ and is
required because they are holy in him. It points to a higher and
fuller purity that has to do with the whole self in relation to God
(see  Cor :–). Jesus purifies us. He gives us that purity of
mind which gains wisdom from God by following him in his way
of thinking and acting, that purity of heart which is sensitive to
God and able to feel with him, and that purity of spirit which
enables us to see God and to participate in his divine life. As Jesus
reminded us, only the pure in heart see God (Mt :). This kind
of total chastity, which integrates and clarifies our whole being,
makes us wholly translucent, with nothing to hide from God. It
comes from intimacy with God and leads to further intimacy
with him.

Chastity is not just a necessary aspect of intimacy with God; it
is also a vital requirement of our work with him. The more we are
purified and sanctified by the Holy Spirit in all aspects of our
physical existence, including our sexuality, the more fit we are to
be used by God in his work and the less likely we are to mar his
handiwork, when we do work for him. St. Paul puts this beauti-
fully in  Timothy :–:

In a great house there are not only vessels of gold and silver
but also of wood and earthenware, and some for noble use,
some for ignoble. If any one purifies himself from what is
ignoble, then he will be a vessel for noble use, consecrated
and useful to the master of the house, ready for any good
work. So shun youthful passions and aim at righteousness,
faith, love, and peace, along with those who call upon the
Lord from a pure heart.

In other words, we are sanctified sexually for divine service as
well as for intimacy with God.

Ultimately the demand for chastity is, as St. Paul affirms in
 Corinthians :–, linked for the Christian with the belief in
the resurrection of the body. Since God created the body, and

 

have often come across this link in two different ways. On the
one hand, people who have been brought up as Christians and
have come to reject what they have learnt, often get involved in
some sexual irregularity when they break with God. On the
other hand, problems of intellectual doubt and personal unbelief
in God are often closely linked with sexual guilt. The advocates
of sexual liberation bear out the truth of this in their own way.
They make it quite clear that they don’t just aim to liberate
themselves and others from the trammels of sexual inhibition
and conventional morality. Their aim is to break from bondage
to the “Jewish-Christian God.” God is their real enemy. Sexual
liberation is thus liberation from the Triune God and a guilty
conscience before God. Belief in God is for them the main cause
of our sexual misery. Of course they are wrong about that. But
they are at least aware that God is somehow tied up with their
sexuality. They know that unchastity will only work if such a
God does not exist. But such a God does exist. Christ himself
declares in Matthew :– that our sexual behavior affects our
relationship with God. He maintains that unchastity leads to
damnation. It doesn’t just damage us and our relationships with
others; it destroys our relationship with God.

Chastity as an Aspect of Our Relationship with God

If unchastity destroys our relationship with God, then the
opposite must be also true. Chastity enhances our relationship
with God. That is what gives chastity its spiritual value. Its value
differs slightly, depending on whether a person is single or mar-
ried, but ultimately it is the same for both.

Chastity has spiritual value for an unmarried person. This is
spelled out most clearly by our Lord in Matthew :– and by
Paul in  Corinthians :– and –. Neither of them sees
celibacy as a matter of shame for a Christian, as it was so often in
the ancient world and is even today. Under certain circumstances,
it could even be a good thing, a charisma, a special gift of grace
for those who have a special vocation from God ( Cor :). The
purpose of chastity is threefold. First, it frees single people to give
themselves more simply, more directly, and with fewer distrac-
tions to the Lord in his service than married people, whose loy-
alty is always divided between their spouse and their Lord. Sec-
ond, it is a witness that the chief loyalty of Christians is to their
Lord, who has reclaimed them totally for himself and his service.
It is lastly a reminder that marriage, even at its best, is but a provi-
sional reality limited to this age. The union of husband and wife
prefigures the ultimate, perfect physical unity and intimacy with
Christ in the communion of saints. So the celibacy of single
Christians is a byproduct of their physical devotion to the Lord
and an aid to it.

Sexual liberation is thus liberation
from the Triune God and a guilty
conscience before God. 
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first parents, for we will have nothing to hide and nothing to
fear from disclosing ourselves. We shall be fully at home in our
bodies. They will be utterly translucent and able to show us fully
as we are. Then at last we shall be truly chaste. We shall be as
totally and radiantly chaste before God as Christ would have us
be and as he promises to make us. Our Lord will present us to
his Father holy and splendid, without spot or wrinkle or any
such thing (Eph :).

In spite of all that I have said I must add one final qualifica-
tion to all this. At the end of the chapter on Sexual Morality in
Mere Christianity, C. S. Lewis reminds his readers that Chris-
tians should not consider unchastity as the supreme vice. Sins
of the flesh may be bad, but the sins of the Spirit such as unbe-
lief and pride are far worse. Conversely, chastity is by no means
the supreme Christian virtue. In fact, St. Paul doesn’t even
mention it among the fruit of the Spirit in Galatians :, even
though he lists fornication, impurity, and licentiousness
among the works of the flesh. The greatest virtue, the most
important gift of the Spirit is love, and Christian chastity is a
byproduct of that kind of love. LOGIA

    

with it our sexuality, our bodies and their sexuality are in them-
selves good ( Tim :–). But like all created things they can be
abused and defiled. They are meant to be sanctified and made
for fellowship with God. Our souls are closely and intimately
connected with our bodies. We don’t just possess bodies; we are
embodied souls. Hence salvation involves our bodily nature and
with it the whole physical world. What we do with our bodies
affects our relationship with God. Any split within ourselves
between our bodies and souls damages this relationship as
much as it does us. Since our bodies are consecrated as shrines
of God’s presence and temples of the Holy Spirit, they can be
desecrated and defiled by sexual unchastity and so be rendered
unfit for God. They are already now meant to share in the eter-
nal life of God and convey something of this to others. We are to
glorify God in our bodies, which have been redeemed for inti-
macy with a holy God.

Chastity is thus a fine virtue and an excellent gift, because in
it we have a foretaste and pledge of the resurrection of our fully
personalized, humanized, glorified bodies (see Rv :–). By
the hope of the resurrection our bodies acquire a dignity and
glory that far exceeds their apparent glorification in Playboy and
other similar magazines. In fact, these magazines and the whole
cult of nudity tend to trivialize, depersonalize, and ultimately
desecrate the body beautiful that they idolize. At the resurrec-
tion our bodies will be unveiled in such wholesome yet dazzling
splendor as will make the ritual disrobings at nudist beaches
seem rather sad attempts to achieve purely physical innocence
and a wholly desacralized chastity. Our bodies will then no
longer mask our true selves, as they have since the fall of our

Chastity is by no means the supreme
Christian virtue. 
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gs Triumph of the Will—
of the VotersÕ Assembly:

Our text demands a stern 
look at the law and your 
lives. But as the annual 
budget meeting follows 
our service, the sermon 
will consist of a string 
of amusing and moving 
anecdotes . . .




